the controversial trajectory of recent history. This has inspired some interesting Marxist analyses of the novel's import. Frankenstein's relationship with the Creature, says Franco Moretti, resembles that between the bourgeoisie and "wage-labour": the created subordinate who desires equal participation in society, but who is denied by his self-appointed superiors (Moretti, . This argument underestimates, however, the extent to which Frankenstein's own actions have Revolutionary implicationshow his experimentation is connected to the wider upheavals of European society, and how his original and daring triumphs rapidly disintegrate into disappointment and self-destructive violence. To this extent, Frankenstein's career is an allusion to the degeneration of other radical ideas, similarly identified in the public mind with the unorthodox thinkers of Inglostadt university.
Like Prometheus, Frankenstein is an over-reacher whose glorious successes precipitate disastrous failure. He becomes aware of the destructive potential in his ambition early in the novel, observing that "the pursuit of knowledge" "has a tendency to weaken your affections, and to destroy your taste.
[…] Study [can be] unlawful, that is to say, not befitting the human mind" (Frankenstein, 37). However, he concludes, this drive for potentially destructive knowledge has fuelled the course of civilisation's progress as well as its mistakes:
If this rule were always observed; if no man allowed any pursuit whatsoever to interfere with the tranquillity of his domestic affections, Greece had not been enslaved; Caesar would not have spared his country; America would have been discovered more gradually; and the empires of Mexico and Peru had not been destroyed In other words, this notion of "over-reaching", of the drive for knowledge and power leading to conflict or disaster, characterises Europe's development, and particularly its relations with the non-European world. "Over-reaching" is thus particularly associated with European history: through Frankenstein the European, the novel explores radicalism that both redefines "European" progress, and creates a terrifying non-European "other". Frankenstein has sustained many fruitful postcolonial readings, which show how the novel is complicit with, but also interrogates, the assumptions of imperialist identity politics 1 . Yet nobody so far has noted how the text constructs similarly complex ideas of "Europe" -especially how it associates "European" with potentially dangerous radical thought and the concept of "progress".
Importantly, however, it also reflects on the problems inherent in those constructions, particularly the fractious interaction of Europeans and non-Europeans, and the questionable directions of "European" social progress theory. Mary therefore offers an uneasy analysis of what defines and shapes "the European", and for the rest of this article I wish to show how Percy's Laon and Cythna explores similar issues and difficulties rather more extensively.
"Revolution […] in an European nation"
Writing to a potential publisher in 1817, Percy Shelley described Laon and Cythna as:
a tale illustrative of such a Revolution as might be supposed to take place in an 
Shelley thus advertises the work firstly as a kind of historical commentary on
European history, exploring how writing and debate causes revolution, and secondly as an idealised version of those events, a vision of what "Europe" should be like.
The preface to Laon and Cythna continues this double purpose: the poem "is an experiment on the temper of the public mind, as to how far a thirst for a happier condition of moral and political society survives, among the enlightened and refined, the tempests which have shaken the age in which we live" (Laon, preface, lines 3-6) 2 .
The poem thus engages with the effects of history, but also attempts to change that history by "kindling within the bosom of my readers, a virtuous enthusiasm for the doctrines of liberty and justice" (preface, lines 10-13). In other words, the poem has a determined project: it creates a meta-historical European narrative based on the interpretation of the past, and then projects that narrative into an idealised vision of Europe's potential future. This is not to imply a blinkered optimism: the preface notes how the historical revolution was not "in every respect prosperous", since "successive tyrannies" established themselves afterwards (preface, lines 78-82).
Instead, the poem reconfigures recent European history, emphasising both its fictionalised "beau ideal" and its grounding in historical reality. The first canto, for example, portrays an allegorical conflict between the "great Spirit of Good" and its searching for a means of historical analysis that moves beyond individual states to talk about "Europe" as a totality. She establishes a progressive history for the subcontinent, arguing that "all Europe" was enslaved by feudalism, but "the discovery of useful truths" has rapidly spread -especially from Paris, "a thoroughfare to all the kingdoms on the continent" (Wollstonecraft, 231, 502) . Speaking of 1789 itself, she says "revolution did not interest frenchmen alone, for it's [sic] influence extending throughout the continent, all the passions and prejudices of Europe were instantly set afloat. That most favoured part of the globe had risen to an astonishing pre-eminence" (305). As Shelley does, Wollstonecraft presents this process as "the natural consequence of intellectual improvement", foregrounding the influence of writers and thinkers ("the confederacy of philosophers") in directly reshaping "Europe" (Wollstonecraft, vii and 498 Gibson Lockhart at first attempts to depoliticise the poem ("a great part of it has no necessary connexion with politics"), he later acknowledges the radical theme, mentioning the "Revolutionised city" and the "men weary of political, and women sick of domestic slavery", mischievously choosing to praise Shelley's work using monarchical language ("the noble and majestic footsteps of his genius") (Blackwood's [Jan 1819] 475-82).
By far the most strident assertion of the poem's Revolutionary social message occurs in Hunt's Examiner review. He identifies a utopian purpose to the poem: "Mr.
Shelley is of opinion […] that the world is a very beautiful one externally, but wants a good deal of mending with respect to it's [sic] mind and habits". Hunt thus turns
Laon and Cythna into a kind of manifesto and he explains how writing and printing can affect the future of Europe -"the Press, which has got hold of Superstition and given it some irrecoverable wounds already, will, we hope and believe, finally […] crush it as a steam-engine would a great serpent" (Examiner History of British India (1818), for example, identifies a "European" "nation"; it observes "the character of the Hindoos", and makes comparisons with the Europeans, collectivising the members of particular states as sharing certain "characteristics".
Mill's work, says the review, "affords much food for national pride" -but "national"
does not refer to a specific state like Britain, but rather to collected "European" successes, such as victories "against large eastern armies" (Examiner [8 Mar 1818] 157). A collective idea of "Europe" is constructed through comparison with nonEuropean "others". Elsewhere, however, the present condition of "Europe" and "the world" are collated, as if the "beau ideal" for that sub-continent were also the ideal state for the whole world. After Waterloo, Hunt says in an editorial, "the world would not bear any sort of dictation", assuming that his understanding of European history is universally applicable (Examiner [12 Jan 1817] 17). Later, an article entitled "Modern Virtue" draws various reformist ideas from the lessons of European history, and then universalises them into moral precepts about "fealty to the laws" (not the will of tyrants) and "benevolence to all mankind" (Examiner [13 Jul 1817], 433).
It is precisely this reasoning "from a particular to a universal" that J. -4) . In terms of Shelley's European myth-history, he here imagines the reconciliation of post-revolutionary "Europe", when different states had the chance to rally around one governmental ideal and the concept of "Liberty". The delineation of various groups or collective identities thus articulates the competing visions of "Europe" presented in the poem. Canto V imagines a "Europe" riven by tribal conflict: "our tribes were gathered far", in the "patriot hosts" "murderers fled / like insect tribes" (1770-84), before eventually allying as a "mighty brotherhood / Linked by a jealous interchange of good" (1839-41). Elsewhere, however, the poem evokes universal ideas of Liberty and Equality, imagining "Europe" as a unified assembly of "free spirits" rather than competing rivals. Laone's ode celebrates this commonality:
"a hundred nations swear that there shall be / Pity and Peace and Love, among the This interest in the potential universality of European society is, of course, hardly unique to Shelley. Volney also suggested that "the communication of knowledge will extend from society to society till it comprehends the whole earth. By the law of imitation the example of one people will be followed by others, who will adopt its spirit and its laws […Despots will relent] and civilisation will be universal" (Volney, . But Shelley is not quite this explicit: by investigating various notions of group identity, and by doubting the extent to which "European" government or ideas might have universal or particular applicability, Laon and Cythna questions what "European" might mean, or to whom it might apply. Unfortunately, Shelley does not offer a solution to these complexities. By contrast, Hazlitt's fragmentary "On Patriotism" (published in the same year as Laon) understands universal collectivity through patriotism. Love of country, he says, "is little more than another name for the love of liberty, of independence, of peace, and social happiness" (Hazlitt, I, 238) 5 . In other words, patriotism inspires not merely a devotion to the particular, but also a universalist social vision, an ideal for all societies. Hazlitt insists that patriotism is "not a natural but an artificial idea"; despite its apparent parochialism, it has much wider application beyond the "local".
Constantinople
The setting of Laon and Cythna provides an important context for understanding the "European". The action is "supposed to be laid in Constantinople and modern
Greece, but without much attempt at minute delineation of Mahometan manners" (P.
Shelley, Letters, I, 563). Although the poem deals with events "as might be supposed to take place in an European nation", it is thus set at the very edges of "Europe". Europe meet, both a dividing border and a fusion of different cultures and historical periods: harems co-exist with Greek language booksellers, and the city's inhabitants are "ages behind the rest of the world". In this way, Constantinople reveals the "otherness" of the non-European, but also represents the historical origins of Europe since "Athens itself was not very unlike Constantinople in its present state". It is both an "other" and an exemplar of Europe (Clarke, I, 669; II, (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) 49 French were smitten with a passion for the Turks: they were delirious of engaging in a war for them, and that at a time when a revolution in their own country was just at its commencement" (Volney, 103) . This kind of association makes it ideologically possible to allude to European revolution whilst overtly discussing Turkey or "the East".
At some points in Laon, however, this duel interest in "Europe" and the "East" manifests itself as an apparent hostility between the two. In the preface, Shelley blames the Roman Empire's fall on the infiltration of "Eastern" attitudes and practices: "contempt for virtue […] arising from the enslaved communities of the East, then first began to overwhelm the western nations in its stream" (lines 226-9).
And the poem itself hints obliquely at threats from the east: in canto I an easterly mist shrouds the "orient sun in shadow" and in canto III, the "azure East darkness again was piled" (1404). Later, the Tyrant himself is presented as an oriental despot:
Cythna is captured by his Tartar troops (2558) and held captive by an "Ethiop" at "Oman's Sea" (the Persian Gulf). In canto IX his followers are explicitly described as Muslims (3532-4). Nigel Leask glosses the ambiguous second title of the poem as meaning "revolt against Islam"; that is, the poem presents revolution by civilised progressives against Islamic despotism and oppression. This, says Leask, involves the imposition of Eurocentric ideas of "universal" liberty: "for Shelley, [the East] beckoned as an uncluttered site for the fulfilment of frustrated dreams of liberty, but in practice revealed itself to be treacherous and obstacle-ridden, the nemesis of revolutionary narcissism" (Leask, 73 and 10).
However, Shelley's presentation of Constantinople is more complex than this might suggest: the Golden City is neither simply a disguised European city in the throes of revolution, nor an example of authoritarian Oriental rule; rather, it is a combination of both. In her work on the interaction of cultures, Mary Louise Pratt speaks of "contact zones", or "social spaces where disparate cultures meet and clash", places where peoples encounter and represent "others", and then reconfigure themselves in terms of that encounter (Pratt, 4) . Shelley, I think, presents Constantinople / the Golden City as such a contact zone -a space where different ideas of "the European" and the "non-European" co-exist simultaneously. The city is on the borders of "Europe", acting both as an exemplar of European history (presenting an ideal of past, and the possibility of future, revolutions) and as a non-European "other" -an unenlightened oppressive state, opposed to liberty and revolution. Put briefly, the Golden City simultaneously represents "Europe" and its "other" -Shelley's ideal of revolution and its reactionary opposite.
Shelley is not alone in this complex use of Constantinople as a literal and ideological border between "Europe" and "non-Europe". The broad idea of seeing the East (and especially Constantinople) as a battleground between European freedom and Islamic tyranny seems to have been popular in the period. In Lalla Rookh Thomas Moore says that "liberty" cannot exist in an Islamic government (Moore, Prince Alexey (1813), the title character visits the city and observes the "tyranny of the Turks" as well as cultivating an "excessive love of perfect liberty".
Constantinople is a scene of strange and backward otherness, a place to think radical thoughts about the future -especially regarding rebellion in Greece (Hogg, Alexey, . Henry Weber's Tales of the East (1812), read by the Shelleys in 1815 (M.
Shelley, Journals I, 92), praises the city for offering a romantic escape into the fictions of the "Arabian Nights' Entertainments", and a true insight into "authentic portraits of oriental manners" (Weber, I, iii) 6 . But Weber's image of east-west relations is different from Shelley's, for Laon uses the same image to construct an idea of "Europe" and its other -a scene of European revolution and an oriental despotism. In formulating what "Europe" should be like, the City is both an exemplar and a warning.
"America": The New "Europe"?
In contrast to such complex understandings of "Europe", the Shelley circle presents America as a living paradise. "European" more fully than post-restoration "Europe" itself. This is a complex assertion, for it identifies a "European" tradition (extending from Greece to Britain), but then strips that tradition of its specific "Europeanness" by suggesting that America exemplifies its characteristics. Put differently, the idea of "Europe" becomes the idea of "America". Thirty years earlier, Richard Price had proclaimed America the heir of a "glorious" liberal-revolutionary tradition initiated in Britain (Price, (49) (50) . By America has become the new bastion of Reform: in the Examiner, as in Laon, the "beau ideal" for "Europe" has been magnified into a universal (applicable to all countries everywhere), and displaced into the precise locales of north and south
America.
This adulation of American revolutionary potential once again demonstrates the 1817 Shelley circle's deep engagement with the political work of the 1790s.
Wollstonecraft, for example, describes the American Revolution as "an experiment in political science" -an opportunity to lay the "first stones" of government without repeating the mistakes of absolute monarchy. "Anglo-americans", she says, "appeared to be another race of beings, men framed to enjoy the advantages of society, and not merely to benefit those who governed" (Wollstonecraft, (13) (14) . The use of "race" highlights the "otherness" of American society when compared to European practices, but also implies that Americans are "naturally" or intrinsically more advanced, as well as the products of a superior culture. In The Ruins, Volney traces the universal development of human society, looking forward to the time when disconnected states will band together, ending the "period of faction". America, he proclaims, will help institute this transnational idyll by instigating "a new age" "of surprise and dread to tyrants, of emancipation to a great people, and of hope to the whole world" (Volney, mischievous and tyrannical institution", adding that he has dared to imagine an alternative "system of social life" and that "all ages and countries have admitted in various degrees the principle of divorce" (Prose Works, 168-9). For him, the primary issue is one of social organisation, and he allies himself with a cosmopolitan flexibility regarding marriage and divorce, and against parochial British law. This is not specifically an idea of "Europe", since Shelley invokes a universal ideal ("all ages and countries"). But nevertheless, he builds upon an important tradition which defines "Europeanness" by reference to marriage. Writing in 1797, probably with Wollstonecraft in mind, Godwin remarks "I find the prejudice of the world in arms against the woman who practically opposed herself to the European institution of marriage" (St Clair, 173) . To Godwin's dismay, being properly "European" depends upon adhering to a particular sexual code -and the concepts are so closely aligned that marriage itself is a "European institution". By questioning marital laws in his social relations -one not so wedded to stringent marital codes.
Marriage is a defining feature of European society in Hunt's Examiner: "the degeneracy of some nations of the East, the Egyptians and Chaldeans for instance, has been traced to the marriages that were in use between brothers and sisters". By contrast, "Europe" has excelled through its practice of international marriage: the "'Love,' [Shelley] says, 'is to be but the sole law which shall govern the moral world'
[…] We are loath to understand it in its lowest sense, though we believe that as to this issue this would be the correctest mode of interpreting it" (Quarterly Review 
